In this paper I will reflect on what users will expect from 'customer support' in the near
0 Information has to be available at any time and via a multitude of channels.
Software companies traditionally supported users with (printed) manuals, reference guides and tutorials, and later with online documentation. Nowadays, more and more companies have webbased support centers that offer a wide variety of support, much of which is tailor-made. Adobe's customer support website (www.adobe.com/support/), for example, provides:
Support by product: product-specific resources such as a searchable knowledgebase, tutorials and training information, downloadable files, and user forums. Training materials: self-paced online lessons, books, videos, certified training providers, events, and seminars that will help you get the most from your Adobe products. User-to-user forums where users can share their Adobe product questions and experiences with other Adobe users. A support marketplace where users can submit technical questions online to be answered by a certified, experienced support provider. Users pay a per-incident fee after the request is resolved to their satisfaction. Support announcements per e-mail: the latest news from the Adobe user forums community, announcements about the latest technical how-tos, patches, and plug-ins for Adobe products. A dialogue-based support tool, where the user can click the questions and topics on which information is required. The expert center with in-depth instructional content, expert tips, free downloadable goodies, and useful links. Telephone numbers for technical support, the possibilityto download products and plug-ins, etc. etc.
This variety of support service enables the user to search for information in the way that suits himher best, given one's individual needs and preferences. Especially the user-to-user forums and the support marketplace can be seen as excellent examples of a "responsive" approach of communication between Adobe and its users.
User Forums as a Medium for Tailored Information
Electronic discussion groups are among the most popular services of the Internet. In this paper I will use the term userforurn to refer to groups that addresses users of software or technical products. User forums may be initiated by users themselves (such as usenet groups) or by companies that host them on their websites (e.g. Adobe).
As compared to other potential information sources, user forums have several advantages to individual users: 0 User forums can help to solve problems that are not dealt with in user documentation, in particular idiosyncratic problems that have to do with compatibility of data in different programs, specific applications and special uses of software. User forums enable users to formulate their problems and questions 'in their own words', and thus to sidestep the burden of finding the right keywords needed to find the relevant information. Finding the right keywords is one of the main obstacles when using technical documentation (Steehouder 1994; Van der Meij 1996) . User forums can provide tailored information: solutions that are geared to the particular needs and circumstances of the help-seeker.
Besides these functional advantages of information from user groups, there are also several social advantages. An obvious one is that they enlarge the number of potential sources of useful information. People who are seeking advice usually prefer to ask for it from friends or colleagues; people with whom they have a strong tie relationship. On the other hand, asking strangers a question (weak tie relationships), as in a user forum, has some important advantages (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996) :
Weak ties comprise more numerous potential helpers than strong ties do, simply because the circle is much bigger. Weak ties comprise more diverse potential helpers than strong ties do. Strong tie relationships occur between people with the same background and knowledge, so the answer to difficult questions is more likely to be found outside the circle than within.
0 Weak ties give access to people with more expertise or with more resources, and hence they will elicit more useful information.
Research by Constant et.al(l996) suggests that the lastmentioned advantage may be the most important. person. The ability to cite a respected source as having reviewed a solution can create credibility outside of the objective quality of one's ideas."
Of course, some disadvantages of user forums have to be taken into account too:
0
Questions may remain unanswered if none of the participants in the user group is willing to respond. It may take a long time before questions are answered. It may be difficult to assess the expertise and the reliability of the advice given. Often, the help-seeker does not know the help-provider or may receive different, even conflicting recommendations.
Apart from the content, the formulation of the advice might be poor or dysfunctional. Usually, participants in user forums are not professional technical writers.
Since the quality of user forums as information sources depends heavily on the informationproviders, it is important to understand why and how these people react to the problems and questions of others. Personal advantages appeared to be the most important; they included tangible returns, useful information, answers to specific questions, enjoyment and learning experiences.
Belonging to and interacting with a community, however, turned out to be of almost equal importance. Motives included knowledge of multiple viewpoints, participating in a peer group, reciprocity, and advantage to the community. Only 16.7% of the comments were unfavorable about participation in user groups. They included having had enough of 'always the same discussions~, lack of time, and (only) 3,5%
of the information in the newsgroup being unhelpful.
The aspect of belonging to a community seems to be very important for more than social reasons. Research by Cross, Rice and Parker (2001) suggests that the interests of an organization is the most important motive for participants in help groups to provide information to strangers. The more user groups are experienced as a 'community' or an 'organization', the more likely it is that help-seekers will get useful reactions from help-providers.
An Exploration of Conversation in User Forums
Studies of user forums are quite rare, and most of them have been carried out in closed groups (only accessible to employees of a company or members of an organization). Moreover, most of the research has used questionnaires to investigate the experiences, motives and satisfaction of participants. Only a few studies used content analysis, focusing on the 'conversation' in user groups itself.
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To explore the potential of user forums as an information source for computer users in more depth, we analyzed the 'opening messages' (initial requests for help or information) of discussions ('threads') in user groups. We selected 50 threads from 5 different user forums on computers or software; only threads consisting of more than 3 messages were selected, and only threads that started with problems or questions related to using software or hardware (we excluded topics like buying software, meetings etc.).
Contextual Information in Opening Statements to Obtain Tailored Information
As pointed out above, we consider the opportunity to obtain tailored information as the most characteristic feature of user forums as a source of help. Table 1 shows the frequency of these information categories within the corpus (we did not consider the amount of information of a certain type; it may vary from a couple of words to a very detailed description). Of course, not every information category is relevant for each message. For instance, if there is no error message, it can obviously not be mentioned. The most outstanding result, however, is the fact that problems are so often described in scenarios. A closer look at these scenarios showed that 25 out of the 3 1 scenarios use the pronouns I and/or my, which can be interpreted as an indication that the problem or question is considered strictly personal. Moreover, 7 out of the 31 scenarios included an adverb of time to intensify the occasional character of the problem.
Only 2 of the messages did not contain contextual information. One of them was nevertheless successful in eliciting a (presumably) useful answer: Did it work before, or is it a new install?
Interestingly enough, the answer reflects three of our most frequent categories: hardware specification, error message and scenario.
Politeness Strategies in Opening Statements
The second part of our preliminary study focused on the dialogic nature of user groups. Online documentation is a one-way form of documentation, the information is extracted from 'prefabricated' documents, even if the interface suggests some sort of dialogue (such as with Microsoft's Office Assistant). User forums offer an opportunity to construct solutions by collaboration and dialogue. There are many features that can be studied to characterize the dialogue that takes place in user forums. In this preliminary study, we confined ourselves to the use of so-called politeness strategies.
In a sense, asking help from strangers is a risky social action. On the one hand, the help-seeker shows hisher ignorance, which can be regarded as weakness. On-the other hand, the help seeker imposes a burden on the (potential) help-provider: the request for help is an appeal on time and effort. Within the politeness theory of Brown and Levinson (1987) , requests for help can therefore be regarded as Face Threatening Acts (FTAs). Brown and Levinson point out that language users will always try to compensate for these FTAs by using politeness strategies: conversational 'moves' that relieve the social burden caused by the FTA.
Several politeness strategies could be noticed in our collection of opening messages to compensate for the FTA caused by the weakness of the ignorant help-seeker. Some of the contextual information categories mentioned above have also a simultaneous social function: Information about attempts made by the help-seeker to solve the problem (tried recovery disk -didn't work). Information of sources that were already consulted, such as the manual of the online help.
The function of such information is not only to elicit tailored information, but also to justify appealing to the user forum by showing that there is no other way to solve the problem and that the help-seeker has undertaken some effort before addressing the question.
Of course, conventional politeness strategies are used as well, such as emphasizing the importance of the help (The above, is of concern to me because of ... ) or expressing gratitude (Thanks for any help you can provide me).
The most important politeness strategy, however, seems to be the 'toning down' of the €TA, or even ignoring it altogether. For instance, 28 of the 50 messages do not contain an explicit request for help or advice but just ask a question or describe a problem. If there is an explicit request, it is often indirect, allowing the member of the forum freedom to ignore the appeal for help. 
Conclusions of the Preliminary Study
The results of our preliminary study suggest that user forums, as expected, are often used to elicit tailor-maid information. In many cases the questions are explained with scenarios that describe recent personal problems with using soft-or hardware. The help-seekers provide elaborate contextual information to enable a tailored answer to their problems. The study also shows that help seeking via user forums is a social process that requires specific communication strategies, such as politeness.
Further research must be conducted to refine the picture we have so far. Analysis of the reactions on opening messages must show whether they really do give tailored advice, and how politeness strategies are used. This research will not only broach contextual information and politeness, but also other aspects, such as the quality of instructions given by help-providers. 0-7803-759 1-2/02/$17.00 02002 IEEE.
New Perspectives for Technical Communicators
It is hardly more than a decade ago that a major change took place in the world of technical communication. Technical writers saw themselves evolve to document designers, and online documentation was developed to supplement or to replace traditional paper documentation. If we look at the overwhelming growth of user forums on the Internet, we may expect technical communicators to assume two new roles: as moderators and participants of user forums, and as designers of platforms for such forums. To be prepared for this new role, it is essential to understand the needs and expectations of help-seekers and the mechanisms that guide the conversation in these forums. In any case, such technical writers will receive more respect and gratitude from users, as is shown by the following: 
